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INTRODUCTION
All human societies have notions about the nature of humanity, the dignity and integrity of every human being and his or her place in society. These conceptions are influenced by the worldview of a community. As Maritian observes, a human person, Is more than a mere parcel of matter, more than an individual element in nature such as an atom, a blade of grass, a fly or an elephant. Man is an individual who holds himself in hand by intelligence and his will. He exists not merely physically; there is in him a richer and noble existence; he has a spiritual super existence through knowledge and through love. He is thus in some fashion, a whole not merely a part. He is a universe unto himself, a microcosm in which the whole great universe can be emphasized through knowledge; and through love he can give himself freely to beings who are, as it were, other selves to him. 1 Implicit in this view is that the human person by his/her very nature deserves some liberties, and has a will and a spiritual dimension that is not found in other created beings. This is the basis of his/her deserving to have human rights, the most basic of which is life. Human rights refer to the entitlements to which human beings have just and legal claim to by virtue of their being human. They are the fundamental rights and freedoms which are "God-given and are, therefore inherent, inviolable and inalienable." Every human being is a child of God, has moral overtones or relevance grounded as it is in the conviction that there must be something intrinsically valuable in God. Human beings are children of God, by reason of their having been created by God and possessing…a divine element called soul, ought to be held as of intrinsic value as ends in themselves, worthy of respect… regimes. These were human rights struggles. The struggle for human rights by the civil society and religious organizations (churches included) however, only gained currency in the 1980s. The challenge to advocate for human rights has coalesced around two broad issues: the challenge to democratize,
To reconstruct and reshape the political landscape so as not to repeat the tragedy of yesterday. Second is the engaging fight against poverty at a time when the traditional indications of development record the continued descent of the continent into the cesspools of hunger, crippling debt and debilitating poverty. The African Charter was adopted by the Nairobi Conference of the OAU in 1981 and came into force on October 21, 1986, having been ratified by a majority of African states. The Charter attempts to reflect the African concept of human rights and "should take as a pattern the African philosophy of law and meet needs of Africa". 8 It also recognizes the value of international human rights standards that many African countries had already promised to respect. Just like other international legal instruments and national bills of rights, the OAU Charter, proclaims the rights of individuals. These rights include equality before the law, the inviolability of human beings, the right to liberty and security of persons, freedom of conscience and the right to be free to practice a religion. It also affirms economic, social and cultural rights.
A question arises, do the majority of people in Africa know the existence of these instruments and their entitlement to the mentioned rights? Are they aware when their rights are upheld or violated? Do they protest the violation or just acquiesce to them? What role does organized religion play in the advocacy for these rights in nations and within religious institutions?
Mainline Christianity particularly since 1948 has developed a theology of justice and peace and is very much conscious and involved in human rights advocacy. The Catholic Church for example in setting up the Pontifical Commission for Justice and Peace in 1967, aimed at Bringing to the whole of God's people the full knowledge of the part expected of them at the present time, so as to further the progress of the poorer people, to encourage social justice among nations, to offer to less developed nations the means whereby they can further their own progress.
9
In Kenya, the bishops set up the Justice and Peace Commission in 1988 with the following objectives,
To develop programmes for the education of the people towards a stronger sense of justice within the church, and in the social, economic and political life of the country; to work for the eradication of injustice wherever it is seen to exist, for instance the question of land distribution, violation of human rights, unfair practices in agriculture, education, health, media, tourism and habitat … And to give advice encouragement and support to all those involved in the promotion of justice and in opposition to justice. Focus group discussion method was also used. Its usefulness was in the fact that it enabled more free discussion by participants. Non-members of these churches were also interviewed using a structured questionnaire.
They acted as a control group and therefore helped to verify or validate the data from bona fide members. In total, forty people were interviewed and over twenty church/worship services attended and observed. the disruption of the Gikuyu spiritual, political, cultural, social and economic spheres of life. This resulted to the creation of a spiritual lethargy and material deprivation, which was bound to lead to a rebellion out of which independent churches were to emerge.
Colonial pressure in Gikuyuland aggravated the volatile situation. As Kamuyu-wa-Kang'ethe notes, Colonialists and missionaries radically set out to introduce a new religious and social structure in Gikuyu society. This was effected through what has been described as the 'radical replacement and discontinuity of Agikuyu traditional society.
12
The development of AIPCA and other Gikuyu independent churches, which Kamuyu refers to as the Karing'a movement was ignited by the missionary policies of demolishing Gikuyu religious and cultural values.
13 These policies were an insult to the dignity of the Gikuyu These Native Reserves enabled the colonial authorities and missionaries to alienate more land. They also became sources for constant cheap labor for European farmers, administrators, businessmen and missionaries. Here, the living conditions were deplorable and cultivation land for subsistence needs was inadequate. These experiences hardened the resolve of the Agikuyu to resist the abuse of their rights and encroachment of their lands.
As Rosberg and Nottingham however observe,
There was no symbolic moment of surrender to the new authority. While acquiescing to British rule….the resilient Kikuyu seldom behaved with timidity or obsequiousness that might have been displayed by a more conquered people.
18
After the displacements, the Agikuyu drifted into the forests, coffee plantations, mission stations and into any other place they could find refuge. Many became squatters in lands that were originally theirs earning a pittance as wage laborers in tea and coffee farms. The social structures that emerged whereby African became slaves in their own land was challenged by the African Karing'a movement that was slowly developing. This "domestic slavery" manifested itself in the form of forced labor and taxation. Women and children were forced to do this "voluntary communal work"
and African leaders, some missionaries and even the British in Britain protested against this inhumanity. Traditional gender roles were also thus affected by colonial policies. Not only were women's roles multiplied as heads of households, but they also had to farm family plots and do communal work at the same time. Without male assistance in the farms, even food security was threatened. According to Kenyatta, circumcision is the raison d'etre of the whole Gikuyu way of life, religion, morality, social structure and the role of the individual in this structure. 20 The Irua (circumcision) was a precondition to other rights, social political, economic and also religious.
The individual was thereafter introduced into the core belief values of the Agikuyu. The human rights here are both individual and communal. The
Irua was also the deciding factor for marriage, procreation and status for the Gikuyu woman. Lack of irua was a threat to the propagation of the community. The missionaries and their supporters did not seem to grasp the educational, social and religious value of the Irua and accompanying ceremonies. They only saw the "immorality" and "savagery" nature of the "cutting." The Gikuyu also could not envisage an Irua without cutting. For the Gikuyu, abolition of the girls' Irua was a prerequisite to abolishing male circumcision and thereby the whole superstructure of the and other siblings to school because her father was irresponsible. She claims that she was unwittingly initiated into witchcraft at the tender age of ten when, at a time of desperation, a wizard convinced her mother to subject Wanjiru and her elder sister to witchcraft rituals that would guarantee their protection from harm by evil spirits. From then on, they were as she says "covenanted with powers of darkness." She sees this experience as having sown the seed for her deeper initiation into evil. This experience had an ambivalent impact on her, oscillating between success and failure. At sixteen she got into a dysfunctional relationship that resulted into two children and then dissolved. She returned to her mother's home who took care of her children while she went back to finish high school. All this time she was a member of the Anglican Church of Kenya in Westlands, Nairobi where she even conducted Sunday school classes.
Eventually she finished school and got a job as a toilet cleaner where she earned a meager salary. She however asserts "I was very ambitious to see my life change for good than the life of poverty that we had gone through while we were young."
24 Wanjiru was determined to change her circumstances. She enrolled herself in a sales, marketing and management course and was able to rise through the ranks and become a sales girl and later a sales executive in a leading private company.
However, the dark forces still stalked her and whatever she was earning To be poor is to be hungry, to lack shelter and clothing, to be sick and not cared for, to be illiterate and not schooled. But for poor people, poverty is more than this. Poor people are particularly vulnerable to adverse events outside their control. They are often treated badly by the institutions of state and society and excluded from voice and power in those institutions.
35
The poor in Kenya are to be found among the marginalized who are outside the prevailing economic system such as the unemployed, partemployed, beggars abandoned children, destitute old, handicapped and homeless. They are also among those unjustly treated by the social economic system. These are the working poor in the rural and urban areas. For example, industrial and farm workers, small holders and hawkers.
Poverty has been blamed largely on political instability, weak state institutions and ineffective economic policies pursued by governments since the mid 1980s. These policies seem to favor multinationals and foreign investors and have crippled local initiative, innovation and investments. These policies have led to the collapse of agriculture which has been the mainstay of the country's economy.
People have become consumers of foreign products rather than producers. This has fostered a culture of lethargy and rural urban migration and the consequent swelling of slums in urban areas. In the course of the research it was found important to link the views of informants on human rights with issues regarding the constitution. It was realized that some churches and members had actually drawn memoranda that they had submitted to the CKRC. Earlier on, we had realized that the questionnaire had to be translated into vernacular and/or Kiswahili languages since some terms do not have an equivalent. The same applies to the Gikuyu language. The term "good life" was accepted to refer to total well being socially economically, politically, spiritually and culturally.
When we asked them to define a human being and explain their understanding of human rights, they gave various answers. They based their views on religion both Christianity and traditional African religion.
It is clear that their concept of a human being is informed by religion. This too influenced their response in promoting the "good life" and the strategies that should be adopted. At this juncture we shall examine the perception of human rights and freedoms in each of the churches under study.
The AIPCA and Human Rights It was noted earlier that AIPCA emerged as a result of a felt need for self determination, to reclaim and practice freely the right to preserve Gikuyu traditional cultural values, appropriate Christianity from an African perspective, provide quality education for their children and challenge injustices of forced labor, taxation, lack of representation in the colonial government, lack of freedom of movement, assembly and development commensurate with the labor Africans were investing in the colonial economy; and the taxes that they were paying. During the freedom struggle, the church leaders were involved in oath taking, organizing political rallies and the church was actually seen as the religious wing of KISA. Both were proscribed in the height of the emergency period (1952) (1953) (1954) (1955) (1956) (1957) (1958) , and many church leaders and teachers were detained. We also noted that the church has grown numerically since it was reopened in 1963. Whereas by 1979 it had only four dioceses now it has twenty five. Geographically it has also spread to the Rift Valley, Coast, Nairobi and Eastern provinces.
Since then it has also experienced several schism due to controversies over leadership and control of finances, theological issues, discipline and social-economic factors. The younger members were liberal and either joined the church after 1963 or were children of the founders. They therefore were not passionate about the issues that led to the initial schism with the missions. This group also wanted to embrace new theological trends and forms of spirituality like being "born again" or the "prosperity gospel."
37 Oral Interview, Pastor John Gichimu, Nairobi August, 2001.
They were more accommodating to the Pentecostal experience than the older members. These sentiments still prevail today though the church is attempting to be liberal in order to retain the youth.
It is clear from this that members of AIPCA were economically deprived and the church can be regarded as a church of the poor. The more enlightened who benefited at independence and would have facilitated the economic development of the church had moved to former mission churches. The church claims to be apolitical although it enjoyed a cordialrelationship with Presidents Kenyatta and Moi. Some view this relationship as motivated by opportunism on the part of the leaders and that it has not enabled the church to be self-sufficient. The clientele of the church has generally been poor. The church's middle leadership and members are of the view that human rights are yet to be achieved in the church and nation due to the prevailing poverty. Their first priority at the moment is to recover the schools, land and other properties that they lost during the freedom struggle. This they believe would enable them to generate money that can finance development projects.
At the moment, a majority of members are illiterate, lack adequate housing, health care, food security and education. To them these needs are basic to all other needs. If members can sustain themselves they in turn can support the church and enable it to grow. To them the church is the microcosm of what is happening in the country.
Since 67% of Kenyans lived below the poverty line, this is where majority of her members are to be found. Unlike former mission churches, which have links with mother churches abroad and have an informed and relatively wealthy membership, including businessmen and politicians, the AIPCA have to rely on themselves and their meager resources. The members and their leadership are also concerned with good governance and practice of justice and existence of peace. These, too, they feel are basic human rights. It is clear from this that to AIPCA members; poverty and bad governance are at the root of their experiencing a denial of human rights. As we have already noted, poverty in Kenya is pervasive and has also been compounded by the HIV/AIDS pandemic, which is said to claim 700 people every day.
Another factor that has led to poverty in AIPCA and other AICs lies in lack of manpower development. Since a majority of the members are among the poor, they lack capacity to acquire educational and other skills necessary for upward mobility and social-economic empowerment as well as awareness of their rights. In both rural and urban areas, these issues were well articulated by the members. They were aware of the injustices they suffer and how it has affected their well-being, their pursuit of the "good life" for themselves and their children. The church has also been handicapped by an inability to provide theological education for her clergy as well as invest in erection of church buildings, schools and clinics.
At the moment, they own and sponsor some primary and How can you preach to a hungry, poor, people? We need members to be at ease, to have a good life so that they do not fee oppressed. Now we deal with desolate, hopeless people. They cannot even support the pastor or even put up a church building. We need the country to have a performing economy. We need money to pay the pastor, build the church and train our clergy. At the moment majority of the clergy are not trained and those who are have sponsored themselves. Churches of Kenya to the CKRC offices to deliver their views on it.
Their views stressed the importance of heterosexual marriages; protection of the life of the unborn and objected to the privileging of Islamic religion through establishment of government financed Kadhi Courts to deal with Muslim personal law. To them, all religions are not equal: Christianity is supreme. They also advocated for amending the draft constitution to say that "Kenya is founded on the supremacy of God." 44 In their words,
The constitution is the bedrock on which our society is built. For this reason it should NEVER BE used as a tool for political and sectoral expediency. and ratification of international treaties and conventions on human rights whether they implement them, or not. African Nations do not have a positive record of upholding human rights and the grossest abuse is evident in the pervasiveness of poverty which is rooted in bad governance, corruption and ethnic conflicts. Even the very effort to modernize and promote economic growth have also generated numerous negative side effects among them community disruption, cultural misery and degradation especially of the less fortunate. It has also intensified psychological and social conflict. This is the context in which AIPCA and JIAM respond to the spiritual and social needs of the people. To them upholding of human rights implies raising people's dignity by addressing the aforesaid dehumanizing conditions. The churches may not advocate for human rights by calling press conferences and organizing lobby groups but they are nevertheless involved in promoting human rights through providing to the needy and operating like welfare organizations. Though the AIPCA is not as vocal on human rights as it was before independence in 1963, it is still promoting the welfare of their members and individual are involved in activism for civil rights. JIAM too is aware of human rights and combines spirituality and social activism.
Indigenous African communities upheld individual rights and contemporary African society has evidenced a philosophy of human rights individual and communal. This is evident in their appropriation and ratification of international treaties and conventions on human rights whether they implement them, or not. African Nations do not have a positive record of upholding human rights and the grossest abuse is evident in the pervasiveness of poverty which is rooted in bad governance, corruption and ethnic conflicts. Even the very effort to modernize and promote economic growth have also generated numerous negative side effects among them community disruption, cultural misery and degradation especially of the less fortunate. It has also intensified psychological and social conflict. This is the context in which AIPCA and JIAM respond to the spiritual and social needs of the people. To them upholding of human rights implies raising people's dignity by addressing the aforesaid dehumanizing conditions. The churches may not advocate for human rights by calling press conferences and organizing lobby groups but they are nevertheless involved in promoting human rights through providing to the needy and operating like welfare organizations. Though the AIPCA is not as vocal on human rights as it was before independence in 1963, it is still promoting the welfare of their members and individual are involved in activism for civil rights. JIAM too is aware of human rights and combines spirituality and social activism.
